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Gossett. Believe me, we are in no way, shape, or form alike. The only commonality is our skin color. And this is all the reviewers who make these generalizations are doing-relating to color.
The two plays are alike in that they are "plays" and great works of art. The Glass Menagerie is an impressionistic piece seen through the eyes and memory of Tom. The through-line is Amanda's efforts to get Laura married before her mother dies. Raisin is a realistic piece taking place in an environment created by racism. The through-line is Mama Younger's decision to use her insurance money to improve her family's standard of living. The dialogue in Glass Menagerie is full of poetic imagery: "fell in love with long distance," "the world is lit by lighting." On the other hand, the dialogue in Raisin is realistic: "How come you talk so much about money?" "I ain't never stopped trusting you. Like I ain't never stopped loving you." The two plays have different forms, dialogue, and through-lines. Again, the only possible "alikeness" that one could claim would have to be based on color-Black casts. referring to the fact that, as Black professionals in theatre, we have always had experiences with the plays written by many different writers. So, the African-American theatre professional is usually able to find the human condition relationship in plays that were not initially written from an ethnic perspective.
I must admit that plays written by African-American writers usually concem themselves with some aspect of racism, and as such they are more attractive to production consideration 310 AFRICAN AMERICAN REVIEW by Blacks than by whites. Usually, whites are not too interested in exploring this aspect of our historical condition, so African-American plays are not routirely included as a part of their training curriculum. But Blacks have always studied the great plays written by both white and Black writers. And by so doing we have become accustomed to finding the commonality of the human spirit in all plays. So it is not unusual for us to see a relationship in a play like Glass Menagerie that identifies with a situation that we know Black people have experienced.
I knew that there were Black people in the 1940s who had cotillions, and servants and fathers with money from large farms or "plantations." Herein lies one of the problems that some may have with seeing Blacks in The Glass Menagerie-the connotation of plantation. A plantation consisted of many acres that were planted with a single crop that was usually cultivated by slaves. So the term plantation carries the connotation of slavery.
However, we know that there were Blacks who owned many acres of land that were planted with a single crop. And some of these Black plantation owners had slaves and some did not.
My grandfather in Louisiana had many acres planted with cotton cultivated by sharecroppers. And he was Black. I knew there were Black women who married outside their social group only to find that their husbands did not live up to expectations and abandoned the family. And I knew there were women who wanted their children to aspire to their earlier values and material comforts. So there was nothing in Glass Menagerie that was foreign to what I knew and remembered from my "Black experience."
Consequently, I knew that with very minor substitutions this play would work. The problem comes when there are people in the audience who do not know about, or who want to deny, Black history and the history of this country. They are the ones whom we hear saying, "There is an overbearing attention to the African-American involvement."
The second part of your question focuses on a reference in my notes to cultural diversity in casting and is not in any way connected to Stanley Williams's idea of "taking ownership." For several years, liberal theatres advanced the concept of "open casting." However, this admirable extension of color-blind liberalism denies the truth of our social situation.
And it doesn't make much artistic sense. A director has to consider the intent of the writer, the relationship of the characters, and the truth of the situation in which they function; i.e., to cast blindly in a family situation creates many questions in the minds of the audience, and may lead to misinterpreting the intent of the writer.
However, stretching the point of open casting to cultural diversity and mixing the characters creatively where color is not a primary issue can and does present new perspectives. Casting Glass Menagerie with Blacks, for example, can evoke the absent father, traditionally a problem in the Black family. The lack of self-esteem because of a physical infirmity can easily take on the implied metaphor of skin color being the cause rather than the limp. The imposition of a prior generation's values on present-generation children is a situation that causes a special rebellion among young Blacks.
All these situations will bring new perspectives and different levels of truth based on what an audience sees in the faces of the actors. So this comment in my notes was related to the concept of cultural diversity in casting rather than "taking ownership."
Kolin: There is no doubt, as William Glacklin, reviewer for the Sacramento Bee, points out, that a Black actress like Phyllis Applegate helps us to see LeBlanc: Phyllis was indeed everything that Glackin said she was. I gave her the image of a butterfly, and she based her character and characterizations on that. She was beautiful, flitting and fluttering from one subject to another and driving her children, especially Tom, to distraction. I never for one second tried to get a Black interpretation. First, I don't know what that is, or even how to begin to think about a Black or a white interpretation. I was simply bringing Williams's work to life. If Phyllis had been white, my approach would have been the same.
I worked the entire show-design, lights, actors-from the same metaphor:
The truth of life is as fragile as glass, as illusive as shadow and as lasting as light.
Amanda's butterfly was within that metaphor. There were certain words and expressions that would not ring true coming out of the mouths of Black actors. I have talked about these substitutions earlier. But that was the extent of my concern about interpretation with the Black cast.
I cannot speak to the idea of Phyllis's interpretation being unlike Laurette Taylor's. I did not see, nor have I studied, Miss Taylor's Amanda. I do know that Taylor's interpretation in 1945 pleased Williams very much. She was also very close to the image of Edwina, Williams's mother, even though Edwina refused to recognize this, at least according to Williams's brother Dakin. All interpretations of roles in theatre are different, even though they seek to reveal the same truth. This is what makes theatre so exciting.
Kolin: Some critics said that your production was a "Black version' of Glass Menagerie. But it was more than that.
Version is a poor word. How would you characterize your production?
LeBlanc: Yes, I know. The critics need labels. One said that I sanitized Glass Menagerie. It was not enough to have a cast of African-American actors performing one of the great plays of our time; it needed a label. Well, this is a by-product of living in a racist society. I have never gotten used to this "labeling," although I know it is inevitable. Other than the substitutions just mentioned, Stanley and I were together on the point of view of the production. It would be done as close as possible to the original. This was the reason for using the scrim. We also agreed that the original music would be used, although we both, after hearing it, found that it was horrible. I could not believe that anyone could have decided on such music for a Broadway production of this beautiful piece, so I se- There was one innovation that I brought to the production that set the time and ambience. When the house was opened, the audience entered to hear a radio program in progress. The programing of 1936 consisted of the music, the commercials, and the news of that period, including Jesse Owens's triumph in Berlin. Two minutes before curtain, the radio was turned off, and there was silence. It worked; the time and period were established. m. . critics need labels.
One said that I sanitized
Glass
Menagerie.
Let me just say one more thing regarding a "Black version." I recently submitted a proposal for a tv series, and the network official reading the proposal turned it down because he "didn't need another Black show." I pointed out that at no place in the proposal was Black or African-American mentioned, nor was there any reference made to ethnicity. It was a generic sitcom that anyone could do. But because I am Black, it had to be Black. As far as the network was concerned, I could not conceive a sitcom that was not Black. That is racist thinking. And that is what we have too much of. No matter what we do, it has to be a "Black version." It makes one wonder about the strengthof-the-blood concept held for many years in the South: "One drop of Black blood makes you Black." Strong stuff, isn't it? workers. You analyze the piece and go from there. I will, however, first share some observations that I made.
During auditions one actress reading for the role of Amanda made it a comedy. She was heard to remark later that Glass Menagere was a comedy, but we thought we were doing a drama. At the time, I was amused by her reading, but it did not cross my mind to consider seriously her interpretation. After the show opened in San Francisco, I went home to Los Angeles. Four weeks later, I returned to see the show right before it closed. By this time Phyllis Applegate had discovered the humor in some lines, and she was playing the comedy. I, of course, was horrified, but it was too late to say anything; the show was scheduled to close the next night. But it was a revelation to me that there was so much humor in this piece. Or maybe it was how the audience responded to it. I did not do a study of the different audience reactions. That might be an interesting thing to do. I was fortunate and blessed to have good actors. As I pointed out, early in rehearsal I give Phyllis the image of a butterfly for Amanda. Later she said, "The butterfly seeks always the rarest and the sweetest blossoms. You have planted the Amanda seed. I promise some enchanted evening she shall unfold and burst forth in all her glory!" And indeed she did.
The role of Laura was the most difficult and the hardest to cast and direct. Laura is both delicate and strong at the same time. It was difficult for me to find a true image for the actress to play. Laura is both a "shy deer" and "a moth" drawn to the shimmering light of her menagerie. And it was difficult for me to settle on one image that would have given the actress the grasp of truth that she needed. I cast Thea Perkins as Laura because, at the time, I thought she had the key. During auditions, she listened to and re-flected everything that was going on around her, but in rehearsals the key was lost and never found again. Laura became silly, as if mentally afflicted. I was never fully pleased with the interpretation. I came out of this experience realizing that Laura is a challenging and difficult role for any actress.
Michael Boatman, who played Tom, was on an extended hiatus from the tv series China Beach. His playing Tom was superbly constant on two levels: in the present and in the past. He intuitively understood the who and why of Tom. He played the present time with compassionate insight and the past memory with profound wisdom. He said in a note to me when we opened, "I know that this has been a hard one for you! But I admire the calm and level-headed manner with which you guided the production! I am proud to have had the honor to work with you, and hope to do it again. Thanks for helping me grow!" When I saw Leith Burke take the stage as Jim during the auditions with a head full of dreadlocks, I thought, 'In no way does he look like the Gentleman Caller." But his energy, honesty, and truth made me look past his hair and caused me to ask, 'If you are cast, will you cut your dreads?" Without hesitation he said, "Yes!" Leith performed with a fire and an energy that was a joy to watch. And when he left to pick up his fiancee, he dashed all of Laura's expectations with firm gentleness, leaving her with hope that her new-found knowledge of self would make the coming days brighter. He left me with the joy that a director feels when he has made the right choice.
Kolin: Did members of the community/audience give you any special feedback? For example, did any Black politicians, civic leaders, etc. see the production and comment on it?
AFRICAN AMERICAN REVIEW
LeBlanc: There is one audience comment that I would like to share. This response, however, needs some backstory. I had planned to use a photograph of a male relative from one of the cast members as the picture of the father. I wanted to do this because it would no doubt be close to resembling the family that I had on stage. Thea Perkins (Laura) brought me an 8 x 10" photograph of an uncle that was fine. He was light-skinned, with sharp features, and there was a faint resemblance to Thea. The producer had arranged to use props from a recent university production of Glass Menagerie. When the props came there was a large 24 x 36" picture of the father, complete with WWI uniform, that had been used in that production.
I ordered that the 8 x 10" photograph be blown up to match the face of the larger picture and be superimposed over it. As we got close to opening, I found out that the producer had canceled my blowup order with the photographer because it cost too much ($50.00). Not wishing to "deal" with the producer on such a small matter compared to the other major issues that were a daily chore, I left the large picture hanging.
We opened and played the entire production with the picture of an obviously white father who had abandoned the family. For me it was prophetic. It was our history. Black people in this country have been miscegenated to look like we look. We have had white fathers. We have been abandoned by them. It was not outside possibility that in the 1920s a white man could have been married to a Black woman. And so the picture provided a subtle comment to go with the all-Black cast. The more I looked at the picture, the more I liked the idea. So the picture stayed. I am sure most of the Black audience knew and understood. And now the point, after all that backstory. One reviewer, Gerald Nachman, wrote, ". . . most jarring, the runaway father in a large family photo hanging in the living room is unaccountably white." He went on to call this one of the production's "three oddities" and 
